CHAPTER 1 
ORTHOGRAPHY 



Alphabet 

Although Grebo has now been written for about a hundred years, the amount 
of literature which has been produced is slight, and the orthography has not yet 
been completely standardised. In recent years several orthographic innovations 
have been made by individual writers, but none of these seems to have been generally 
accepted. From an orthographic point of view the most important writer in Grebo 
is undoubtedly Bishop Auer, whose hymn-book, which was published in 1873, has 
been widely used and has had a considerable influence on Grebo spelling. Since 
Auer's orthography is so well established and commands such widespread support 
among the Grebo, it is used here, with only such modifications as may reasonably 
be expected to be widely acceptable. The general purpose of these modifications is 
to reduce the number of diacritically modified letters. 

About the representation of the majority of Grebo sounds there is no problem, 
and all writers are in agreement. There is, on the other hand, a marked lack of 
agreement about the representation of the following: 

1. the velar nasal 

2. the labio-velar nasal 

3. the nasal semi-vowel 

4. the three palatals 

5. the three E-vowels 

6. the three O-vowels. 

On all these controversial points the spelling in this book follows Auer, with only 
minor modifications, which are set out in the following list: 





This book 


Auer 


1 





n 


2 


gm 


Am 


3 


Qw 


riw 


4 


ky, gy> ny 


ky» gy> Ay 


5 


e, e, £ 


e, e, c 


6 


o, 6, 9 


o, 6, o 



In current Grebo practice the superscript dot is omitted from e and 6 where these 
occur in phonetic contexts where vowel harmony does not permit [e] and [o] : 

bide [bide] hole 
buo [bud] father. 

In this book, however, the superscript dot will not be omitted, since to omit it might 
be confusing for readers not familiar with the language. 

Nasality 

Where the phonetic context allows only a nasal vowel, nasality of the vowel is 
not marked. There are two such contexts: 

1. Nasal consonants are followed only by nasal vowels, hence nasality of the 
vowel need not be shown following a nasal consonant: 

mu [mu] go 

2. In words of phonological pattern CjViCgVa where C 2 is nasal, V! and V 2 are 
both nasal; nasality of the vowels is therefore not marked: 

fona [f5nS] wood-boring insect 

In phonetic contexts other than these two, nasality of vowels is marked by a tilde 
( ~), e.g. pi 'cook'. But notice that in the corresponding past tense the tilde is not 
written: pina [pina] 'cooked' (see 2 above). 

Tone 

Grebo has a system of four tone levels; tone is not marked in Grebo writing, but 
in this book, where it is necessary to mark tone, this will be shown by numerals. 
The method of tone marking is : 

1. High tone is marked with 1 : kg 1 chief 

2. High-mid tone is marked with 2: bi 2 beat 

3. Low-mid tone is marked with 3: ya 3 bring 

4. Low tone is marked with 4: pu 4 swell 

Gliding tones are marked with a combination of two (or, rarely, three) numerals 

joined by a hyphen: hu 3-2 throw 

Some examples of the tone marking of longer words are: 

yiba 21 face p6b6 3-23 owl 

bode 22-1 swamp gbudamu 333 box 
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Numerals marking tone are placed after short citations, but underneath longer 
citations in order to make it easier for the reader to see with which vowel each 
numeral is associated. 

Marking of 1st and 2nd persons 

In speech, 1st and 2nd persons, both singular and plural, are distinguished by 
tone, and ambiguity would often arise in writing if these were not marked in some 
way. It is well established Grebo practice to write the 1st person forms with a grave 
accent, and the 2nd person forms with an acute accent: 

na kae my house a kae our house 

2 14 3 14 

na kae your (sg.) house k kae your (pi.) house 

3 14 114 

In these examples the 1st sg. pronoun na has a higher tone than the 2nd sg. pronoun 
na, but in the plural, the 1st pi. pronoun a has a lower tone than the 2nd pi. pronoun 
k. It should perhaps be stressed that the grave and acute accents indicate 1st and 
2nd persons respectively, and have no phonetic implication whatsoever; this use 
of these accents in Grebo must not be confused with their use for tone marking in 
some other West African languages. 

Where ambiguity would not result, the accents are commonly omitted in Grebo 
literature. Here the 1st and 2nd persons are not marked by diacritics in the gram- 
matical outline, since Grebo citations there have an English gloss and in nearly all 
cases an indication of tone as well, and hence there is no possibility of ambiguity. 
In the texts, on the other hand, where tone is not marked, 1st and 2nd persons are 
marked by diacritics where ambiguity might occur. 
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